Florida's undeclared epidemic: malignant melanoma.
Contrary to the trend of early diagnosis observed in other parts of the world, in Florida melanoma is still being discovered in the more advanced stages. This is characterized by thicker lesions at diagnosis, which are hallmarked by bleeding, itching, ulceration, and increased vertical growth. In a study of 1,626 cutaneous melanoma patients at the H. Lee Moffitt Cancer Center in Florida, three prognostic factors, tumor thickness, Clark level, and presence of ulceration in the primary tumor, have remained relatively constant over an eight-year period (1987-1994). Despite the lack of change in tumor thickness in the last four years, mortality rate is decreasing, possibly due to more effective treatments. Regardless of these apparent improvements in mortality rates, definite progress must be made in the early detection of malignant melanoma through the initiation of statewide programs of lay public and professional education. In addition, it is proposed that the establishment of statewide screening programs of the Caucasian population with skin phenotypes 1 and 2 will also facilitate the early diagnosis of melanoma in the future, improve the outlook for these patients, and begin to address a major public health problem in the state of Florida.